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March 3, 2000

The Honorable Tom Bliley, Chairman
Committee on Commerce

U. S. House of Representative

2125 Rayburn House Office Building
Washington, DC  20515-6115

Dear Chairman Bliley:

President Sweeney has asked me to respoend to your request for input regarding H.R.
2944, the Electricity Competition and Reliability Act. The AFL-CIO has several times publicly
stated its concern about federal and state efforts to restructure the electric power industry. We
continue to oppose any federal deregulation mandate, including a “one-size fits all” approach
requiring states to “opt out” of a federally mandated regime. We believe deregulation of
electricity is a matter best left to the states. Rather than facilitating states’ restructuring
initiatives, we would urge the federal government to focus on developing the interstate wholesale
market as intended by the 1992 Energy Policy Act.

In Labor’s viewpoint, one of the most troubling shortcomings in any current legislation is
the failure to address maintenance of quality employment and workforce training needs, and the
related reliability issues. Also, none of the bills provides for severance pay, retraining or job
placement assistance, or other help for workers displaced by restructuring.

In the face of deregulation pressures to reduce costs, electric utilities have been
downsizing their workforces and reducing their commitment to worker training. Department of
Energy/Energy Information Administration data show that investor-owned utilities have
eliminated more than 25 percent of utility workers since 1990, going from 479,000 to 351,000.
Not only has this hurt workers, it has affected electric system reliability. As the utility workforce
is stretched thin, workers, critical facilities and equipment maintenance are ignored or deferred.
The resultant decline in system reliability is evidenced by a growing number of power outages



and the utilities’ inability to respond to storm outages in recent years. As restructuring continues,
utilities will likely make more workforce cuts in order to stay competitive, further weakening
system reliability.

No proposed federal bill provides support for training programs needed to replace and
maintain a highly skilled and experienced workforce to operate all segments of the industry. The
Energy and Power Subcommittee did consider, and narrowly rejected a worker certification and
training amendment put forth by Congressman Brown and Shimkus. Perhaps if the Members
could have read the transcripts of the just-concluded Department of Energy Power Outage Study
Team field hearings, they would have realized that the worker training issue must soon be dealt
with, or the nation could be in great jeopardy.

Also lacking are adequate provisions for federal regulatory safeguards to ensure local
network reliability. The new competitive environment is undermining the tradition of utility
industry cooperation and adherence to voluntary standards which have maintained a high level of
reliability in the electricity system for decades. A new oversight mechanism is needed to
coordinate within and across states and regions to ensure system reliability.

In addition, the industry’s cost-cutting, downsizing, and retreat from training and
standards compromises worker safety. None of the proposed legislation includes provisions to
require industry adherence to safety standards or provide mechanisms for a continued high level
of worker and public safety.

Once again, we thank you for the opportunity to provide input regarding this important
issue. We will be monitoring the activities of the full Committee to see if it chooses to address
any of the concerns presented in this correspondence.

Sincerely,
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Peggy Taylor, Director
DEPARTMENT OF LEGISLATION
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